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The 200-word basic list was developed by the American linguist Moris Swadesh 
in 1952. Inspired by the Carbon-14 radioisotope dating, he wanted to reckon the 
development history of languages by the retention of basic words. Based on the study 
of tens of Indoeuropean languages, Swadesh selected carefully the words and 
developed the 200-word list through repeating practice, and the list can been 
universally applied. As there are still no better list in China to replace the Swadesh list, 
the list has been generally agreed as a useful standard in Chinese dialect studies. 
Recently, the Swadesh list has been widely used to compare the relationships 
between dialects. Wang Yude (1960) in Japan was the first to employ the lsit to 
compare Chinese dialects, and Xu Tongqiang (1991) applied it to glottochronology 
and calculated the years of divergence among Chinese dialects. Xhen Baoya (1995) 
amended the list to fit the language situation of Chinese. Other scholars such as Zheng 
Jinchuan, Ma Xiwen, Wang Shiyuan also used numerical methods to reckon the 
relationship of Chinese-related languages and Chinese dialects. 
Chinese dialect grouping has been an important issue in Chinese dialectology. 
Since about a century ago, dialectologist has been grouping Chinese dialects and have 
since then improving the methodology. However, the grouping of dialects is still not 
ideal, and there are lot of different opinions and controversies. The classification 
criteria are varying, and many scholars base their classifaction on nonlinguistic factors 
such as geography and cultural factors. When they use linguistic criteria, they are 
emphasizing on the phonology and ignore the importance of lexicon. 
The Swadesh 200-word list has been used by many scholars and has been proved 
to be effective through past practice. Some conclusions has been drawn and they are 
particulary important for the Southeastern dialects. In this study, the 200 word list is 
used carefully to calculate the rentention of basic words among Southeastern dialects 
and their year of divergence. The dialects in this study come from Fujian, Jiangxi, 
Guangdong, Guangxi and Hainan. Using this result, the present dialect grouping we 














Comparison Between the Northern Mandarin Chinese Dialects Using the Swadesh List of 200 Basic Words 
IV 
Through this comparison, it is found that the dialect grouping according to the 
Swadesh list and the grouping method according to phonology more or less coincide, 
but there are some differences in some regions. These discovery may help to reinforce 
and improve the present grouping system, and may also offer an alternative method to 
the traditional grouping methodology. 
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是一个可以大规模操作的方言词汇比较，主要是运用 20 世纪 70 年代引进的西方
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